The study aimed to examine the extent to which Finnish secondary school students experience bullying, how they are bullied, and whether being bullied is associated with school perceptions. The analyses were based on data from the Finnish part of the international Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) study, and were obtained from 4262 students aged 13 and 15. The sample was nationally representative. Logistic regression analysis was performed to identify the associations between school perceptions and being bullied. Younger students reported being bullied more often than older students. Among younger students, boys were more often bullied than girls of the same age. There was no significant difference between the genders among the older students. The most common form of being bullied was verbal teasing. Boys tended to be bullied in physical ways, while girls were bullied in more indirect ways. Students with low levels of school engagement, students with poor relations with peers, and students who reported better teacher-student relations were more likely to be bullied. Feelings of loneliness and lower family affluence were also associated with being bullied. Improving the perceptions of school, and of the school experience as a whole, might have an effect on bullying at school.
Background Bullying is a global phenomenon. In an analysis covering 40 countries, over one-quarter of participating students were found to be involved in bullying in some manner ). International comparisons of bullying indicate that in Finland, as in other Scandinavian countries, the prevalence in bullying is relatively low Currie et al. 2012; Due et al. 2008) , with rates of bullying having decreased since the turn of the millennium (Chester et al. 2015; Molcho et al. 2009; UNESCO 2019) . Despite this, studies have shown that 6-15% of Finnish students are bullied regularly at school, with boys being bullied more often than girls Luopa et al. 2014; Arnarsson et al. 2019 ). Victimisation appears to decrease with age Luopa et al. 2014; Arnarsson et al. 2019) . Also, lower family affluence has been associated with victimisation (see e.g. Tippett and Wolke 2014) .
Students, teachers, and researchers can have different conceptualisations of bullying, making it important to define bullying precisely. The most commonly used definition of bullying is that of Olweus (1993) , who defines bullying as deliberate and repeated long-term exposure to negative acts, performed by a person or group of persons perceived as having higher status or greater strength than the victim. Bullying can involve verbal acts, such as threats, insults, or use of nicknames, or it can encompass physical acts such as assault or theft. In addition, social acts such as exclusion from the peer group are considered to manifest bullying. Bullying does not involve merely those who are victims and/or bullies, since bystanders, too, have a role (Hamarus 2006; Salmivalli 2010) . Bullying also has a tendency to develop new forms over time. In recent years, attention has been drawn to cyberbullying, i.e. bullying via ICT. It can be difficult for schools to intervene in such forms of bullying, since the bullying may well spread into free-time environments (Hong and Espelage 2012) .
The school should be a safe place for every student, given that it should be a place where students go to learn, and not to be afraid. At school, bullying aggravates feelings of insecurity, and it threatens students' health, well-being, and motivation towards school work (Pörhölä 2008) . In several studies, bullying in general has been associated with poor health (Callaghan et al. 2014; UNESCO 2019) , health complaints (Due et al. 2005; Nansel et al. 2004; Pörhölä 2008; Hager and Leadbeater 2015) , poor self-esteem (Gendron et al. 2011) , poorer grades (Erginoz et al. 2015; Juvonen et al. 2010; UNESCO 2019) , psychological distress (Sanders 2019) , depressive symptoms (Minkkinen 2015) , and loneliness (Hong and Espelage 2012; Acquah et al. 2016; UNESCO 2019) . In research, loneliness has been recognised as one factor associated with adverse peer relations and an important predictor of peer victimisation (see e.g. Acquah et al. 2016 : Pavri 2015 . In addition to the observed shortterm effects, studies have implied that bullying has longterm effects on the lives of students who have been bullied regularly (Hong and Espelage 2012; Zych et al. 2015) .
Students' perceptions of school are known to be associated with students' well-being (Minkkinen 2015) , health behaviour (Haapasalo et al. 2012) , and academic achievement Haapasalo et al. 2010) . A number of studies have implied that negative perceptions of school, or a poor school climate, are associated with being bullied (Erginoz et al. 2015; Glew et al. 2008; Turner et al. 2014) . A study by Harel-Fisch et al. (2011) indicated that negative perceptions of the school, and especially connectedness to the school, are strongly associated with bullying. Yang et al. (2018) argued that the experience of being bullied has a negative effect on students' school engagement, and that the impact is actually more negative in schools with a more positive school climate than in schools with a less positive climate.
The present study aimed, first of all, to examine the extent to which Finnish secondary school students experience bullying and different forms of bullying at school. The second aim was to investigate the associations between experiences of victimisation, school perceptions, and students' individual characteristics, including age, gender, educational aspiration, perceived family affluence, and feelings of loneliness.
Methods

Data
The data presented here were obtained from the Finnish part of the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) 2010 study. The data were collected through school-based surveys, utilising anonymous, voluntary, and standardised questionnaires based on the international protocol of the HBSC Study. The source language for the original HBSC questionnaire was English. In order to follow the research protocol, and to ensure correctness in the interpretations, each participating country had to first translate the questionnaire from English into the national language, and then retranslate it back into English by an independent professional translator (:dito_existswww.hbsc.org; Currie et al. 2008; Roberts et al. 2009 ).
Participants
The participants, i.e. young people aged 11, 13, and 15, were selected using cluster sampling, and the samples were nationally representative (Currie et al. 2008; Roberts et al. 2009; :dito_existswww.hbsc.org) . The present study used the responses provided by Finnish students aged 13 and 15. There were in total 4262 respondents of which 2152 were 13 years old (1045 boys, 1107 girls) and 2110 were 15 years old (1008 boys, 1102 girls). The overall response rate was 70%.
Measures
Bullying victimisation was measured with a single question: How often have you been bullied at school in the past couple of months? In the introduction to the question, bullying was defined according to the definition by Olweus (1993) :
We say a student is being bullied when another student, or a group of students, say or do nasty and unpleasant things to him or her. It is also bullying when a student is teased repeatedly in a way he or she does not like or when he or she is deliberately left out of things. But it is not bullying when two students of about the same strength or power argue or fight. It is also not bullying when a student is teased in a friendly and playful way.
The different forms of bullying were measured by seven items: I was called mean names, was made fun of, or teased in a hurtful way; Other students left me out of things on purpose, excluded me from their group of friends, or completely ignored me; I was hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or locked indoors; Other students told lies or spread false rumours about me and tried to make others dislike me; Other students made sexual jokes, or gestures to me; I've been bullied on the Internet, by e-mail, or with pictures; and I've been bullied via mobile phone.
The response options for all items above were the following: never, only once or twice, two or three times a month, about once a week, and several times a week.
The students' school perceptions were measured by a set of questions concerning the school atmosphere, the school environment, teachers, peers, and parents. The questions were based on previous HBSC research findings, which highlight the importance of the psychosocial school environment for students' health and health behaviour. There were 37 statements in total (Table 1) . The students gave their opinion by expressing the degree to which they agreed with the statements, using a scale with five response options: strongly agree, agree, neither/nor, disagree, and strongly disagree.
Explorative factor analysis (with Oblimin rotation) was conducted for the 37 variables in order to reduce the data, and to uncover the underlying dimensions of the school perceptions. The factor analysis resulted in seven factors (Table 1 ). The items in each factor were added up to give sum scores, which were named as follows: School engagement (3 items), which indicated the outlook on school life and on belonging at school. Liking school (4 items) indicated a positive outlook towards school and schoolwork. Parental support (5 items) indicated the parents' involvement in schoolwork. Student relations (5 items) reflected relationships and interactions at school. Academic support (8 items) and Teacher-student relations (9 items) reflected the student-teacher relations at school, and School strain (3 items) reflected the workload and attitudes towards school. To preserve the original scale for the sum scores formed, the sum scores were divided by the number of items in each sum score. The internal consistencies of the sum scores were satisfactory. Cronbach's alpha for the sum scores varied between 0.76 and 0.87.
Educational aspiration was measured by a single item: What do you think you will do when you finish comprehensive school? Here, students were asked if they were intending to apply for general upper secondary education, or for vocational education, or for an apprenticeship; also if they were intending to get a job, or intending to remain unemployed, or if they were as yet undecided. The variable was rescaled so that the statements I'm going to apply for general upper secondary school and I'm going to apply for vocational school were kept as they were, and the others were omitted from the analysis (n = 401).
Perceived family affluence was measured with a single question, How well off do you think your family is? The item had five response options: very well off, quite well off, average, not so well off, and not at all well off. For the analysis, two categories were formed, comprising the first two options, very well off and well off, and the last two options, not so well off and not at all well off.
Feeling of loneliness was also measured with a single question in which the students were asked if they ever felt lonely. The question had four response options Yes, very often; Yes, quite often; Yes, sometimes; and No. The variable was dichotomised into those who felt lonely, and those who did not.
In addition to the measures above, we used demographic variables such as age and gender.
Statistical Analysis
Binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to analyse the associations between school perceptions and victimisation of bullying. For the purposes of the analysis, the school perception variables were rescaled. School engagement was divided into three categories: high, average, and low engagement. All the other sum scores were split into two categories according to the original scale, hence placed on the positive or negative side. The responses regarding victimisation were also dichotomised into those who had been bullied and to those who had not.
Results
Most of the students reported that they had never been bullied during the past few months. Nevertheless, almost one in ten reported that they had been bullied frequently at school. When the results were analysed by age and gender, it emerged that boys aged 13 were bullied more often than girls of the same age (p = 0.044) ( Table 2 ). There was no significant gender difference among 15-year-olds (Table 3) . Younger students reported victimisation more often than older students; about 6% of the 13-year-olds and about 4% of the 15-year-olds had been bullied weekly at school (p < 0.001).
The most common form of being bullied was verbal teasing. Almost every third student reported that they had been called mean names, teased, or made fun of at least once or twice a month. The results clearly indicated gender-specific forms of bullying. Hence, boys tended to be victimised in more physical ways, i.e. by being hit, kicked, or pushed, while girls were bullied in more indirect ways; i.e. they were excluded from the group, or false rumours were spread to try to make others dislike the victim. Among 13-year-old boys, 16% reported being hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or being locked indoors at least once or twice a month, whereas among 13-year-old girls, 7% reported this kind of bullying (p < 0.001). Such physical forms of bullying at least once or twice a month were experienced by 14% of the boys aged 15, and by 4% of the girls aged 15 (p < 0.001). Among the girls, 22% of the younger girls and 19% of the older girls reported the experience of others leaving them out of things on purpose, of exclusion from a group of friends, or of being totally ignored at least once or twice a month. Similar phenomena were reported by 17% of the younger boys, and by 14% of the older boys (13-year-olds, p = 0.011; 15-year-olds, p < 0.001). Among younger students, more girls than boys reported victimisation by students who told lies about them, spread false rumours about them, or made others dislike them (girls 28%, boys 24%; p = 0.026), also victimisation by internet, email, or pictures (girls 9%, boys 7%; p = 0.039). Older boys experienced more name calling, mockery, or teasing than girls (boys 36%, girls 28%; p < 0.001). Experiences of multiple forms of bullying in the past couple of months were not very common: most of the students reported having been bullied in one or two different ways, rather than in various (3-7) ways ( Table 4) . Some of the school perceptions under study were strongly associated with bullying. Students with low levels of school engagement were more likely to be bullied than their peers with higher engagement (OR 1.62, p < 0.001). Moreover, students with poor student relationships at school were more likely to be victims of bullying behaviour (OR 2.65, p < 0.001). Students who perceived their teacher-student relations to be better were more likely to be bullied than their counterparts (OR 1.24, p = 0.046) ( Table 5) .
Gender and age seemed to be influential predictors of bullying. Younger students were almost twice as likely to have been victimised than older ones (OR 1.98, p < 0.001), and boys were more likely to have been victimised than girls (OR 1.70, p < 0.001). Feelings of loneliness were also associated with the experience of victimisation. Those students who felt lonely were more likely to be victimised than those who never felt lonely (OR = 2.28, p < 0.001). Having a poor socioeconomic position was also associated with being a victim of bullying. Those students who perceived their family affluence as low were almost twice as likely to be bullied as those who perceived their position to be good (OR 1.91, p < 0.001) ( Table 5 ).
Discussion
The prevalence of being a victim of bullying and the different forms of bullying were fairly consistent with previous studies.
In Finland, about one-tenth of students are bullied regularly in schools, younger students are victimised more often than older students (Analitis et al. 2009; Craig et al. 2009; Wang et al. 2009; UNESCO 2019) , and victimised students tend to have lower socioeconomic position Tippett and Wolke 2014: Due et al. 2019) . It is often claimed that boys are bullied more than girls (Due et al. 2005; Erginoz et al. 2015; Craig et al. 2009; Callaghan et al. 2014; UNESCO 2019) . However, in the present study, this gender difference was found only among younger students. This study also lends support to findings from previous studies, in which girls were found to be bullied primarily in verbal ways, and boys in physical ways (Wang et al. 2009: Hager and Leadbeater 2015; UNESCO 2019) . In planning interventions, gender differences should be taken into account, insofar as boys and girls differ clearly in terms of the forms in which they are victimised, and not merely in the prevalence of victimisation. The Finnish Basic Education Act and the National Core Curriculum oblige education providers to have 'a plan for safeguarding the pupils against violence, bullying and harassment as a part of the school welfare plan' (Finnish National Board of Education 2016). According to TEAviisari (an online tool to show the direction of health-promoting work in municipalities), 94% of Finnish comprehensive schools do have a recorded bullying prevention plan, 96% of schools have a recorded practice for intervening bullying, and 92% a recorded practice for post-intervention monitoring of bullying (:dito_existswww.teaviisari.fi). Certain national programs have been proven, at least to some degree, to be effective in tackling bullying, as in the case of the KiVa antibullying program (:dito_existswww.kivaprogram.net; Sainio 2014) . KiVa antibullying program is a research-based whole school intervention program that stems from the participant role approach. KiVa program has been widely used in Finnish comprehensive schools in the past 10 years. However, these research-based intervention programs require time, effort, and commitment, which affects the sustainability of such programs. Therefore, further research and development is needed to make the programs meet the needs of changing society and resources of the schools (Sainio 2014; Haataja 2016) . Nevertheless, no fully comprehensive results have been published on the effectiveness of these plans and programs. Interestingly, a study by Luopa et al. (2014) has indicated that within Finland, students' feelings of safety at school have increased during the past decade, despite the fact that the prevalence of bullying has remained at more or less the same level.
It is also worth mentioning that in Finland, health education is a standalone obligatory subject in schools. Prevention of bullying and related themes play an important role in the aims and the contents of this school subject (Aira et al. 2014) . Health education teachers are fairly well prepared to deal with the bullying issues in their classes because the health education teacher education programmes in universities and health education text books used in schools as well as the in-service training courses introduce many important tools to prevent bullying and to promote safetiness at school (Välimaa et al. 2008; Paakkari and Paakkari 2019) . The HBSC study has been of great significance in preparing antibullying strategies and health promotion programs for schools. It has also been utilized in health education teacher training and for materials for health education at the university and school level. The HBSC study has also been utilized in preparation of the antibullying strategy as well as health promotion programmes for schools by the Finnish National Board of Education.
In the present study, the percentage of cyberbullying was found to be fairly low (with less than 10% of respondents having experienced cyberbullying). This is of interest, given the attention the phenomenon has received in the media, and also comparisons with other studies from other countries (see e.g. Patchin and Hinduja 2012) . A review by Patchin and Hinduja (2012) revealed that on average almost a fifth of students are victims of cyberbullying. One reason for the low prevalence in our data could be that the students may have found it difficult to answer the questions on cyberbullying. A point to note here is that once pictures (for example) are put online, they remain there forever; thus, the same picture can circulate in multiple apps or sites, and this makes it hard to determine whether one is dealing with a single or a repeated act. One must bear in mind also that most of the questions on the different forms of bullying covered bullying at school, not in other environments. Furthermore, the data for our study were collected in 2010. Since then, the mobile world has evolved greatly, and forms of cyberbullying may also have evolved, and increased. Since adolescents are always one step ahead, there could well be some forms of bullying that our study did not cover. A study by Arnarsson et al. (2019) suggested that cyberbullying might in fact be a separate phenomenon from traditional bullying, since no great overlap existed between these two phenomena within the Nordic countries.
We analysed a wide range of school perceptions, some of which seemed to be associated with being a target of bullying at school. Students who were bullied regularly showed lower engagement with the school and reported poorer student relations. In addition, victims of bullying were more likely to report feelings of loneliness. Problems with peer relations have also been associated with bullying in previous studies (see e.g. Pörhölä 2008; Wang et al. 2009; Antoniadou et al. 2019) , as have been the negative perceptions of school (see e.g. Mehta et al. 2013) . Interestingly, the current study suggested that students who reported better teacher-student relations were more likely to be bullied at school. As mentioned above, students with more negative perceptions and relationships were in general more likely to be victimised; however, teacher-student relations emerged as the only category in which having more positive relations was associated with being a victim. As noted by Konishi et al. (2010) , good teacher-student relations show an association with better performance. Better performance is often seen as teacher adulation and can therefore be one reason to for victimisation (Hamarus 2006 ). Being 'a teachers' pet' might well be a reason for becoming a target of bullying. Gardella et al. (2019) stated that if students were favoured by teachers, they were more likely victimised. Santinello et al. (2010) found an association between bullying and teacher unfairness was found with students who bullied others but not with victims of bullying. However, as they stated, teachers should provide students with a model of fair treatment.
Although the present study focused on the role of students who were victimised, there is little doubt that teachers can have an important role in interventions to reduce bullying. However, it has been suggested that only a relatively small number of bullying incidents come to the attention of adults (Hamarus 2006) . Detection of bullying situations can be difficult for school staff and other adults, since the forms of bullying can be subtle, and the experience of bullying is highly subjective. A study by Haataja et al. (2015) stated that three out of four chronic victims were not recognised by school staff even if there was a structured antibullying program implemented. It is true that Finnish teacher education does address bullying issues, but the present study underlines the need for teachers and school staff to use all possible knowledge and methods they are provided to tackle bullying. In addition, given that teachers spend the most of the school hours with the students, they should not merely intervene in bullying situations, but pay attention to the overall social atmosphere within the school. It is also essential to be aware of the prevailing cultural values, fears, power relations, and norms that reign among student communities (Hamarus and Kaikkonen 2008) .
This study has certain limitations. It is important to emphasise that the data used in this study are cross-sectional and that the findings on associations do not determine the causality. The data are also self-reported, hence involving the subjective perceptions of individuals. Moreover, as mentioned above, the perception of being bullied is subjective, with consequent difficulties in defining the concept precisely. It should also be pointed out that certain school-level factors were omitted from the present study. Thus, school size and class size might be factors that could have an influence on perceptions of the school, and of bullying. However, studies have indicated that school perceptions and experiences of bullying do not vary significantly across Finnish schools (see e.g. Luopa et al. 2014; Markkanen et al. 2019 ). This might be due to the fact that Finland is both socially and culturally a fairly homogeneous country, with the school system offering broadly equal opportunities to receive education. In the PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) study, Finland has been a top-ranking country in education. In the PISA 2015, the variation between schools was one of the lowest in participating countries. Also the impact of socioeconomic background on student performance in Finland was average OECD country level (Vettenranta et al. 2016 ). These various factors merit further research. On the other hand, the strengths of the study include nationwide representation and a high response rate. It should also be noted that the questionnaire and the indicators were carefully reviewed and revised by the HBSC research network, and have a good likelihood of capturing valid information on students' school life (Currie et al. 2008; Roberts et al. 2009; :dito_existswww.hbsc.org) .
Altogether, this study has the capacity to further raise awareness of bullying, constituting one more step in facing the problem squarely. This study indicates the importance of wider perspectives in understanding bullying in the school context. It reveals some characteristics of the school setting, as well as some individual characteristics, that are associated with bullying. Overall, it appears that improving the entire school experience may well have an effect on the prevalence of victimisation through bullying.
